BLISS SYMBOLS - AN ALTERNATIVE SYMBOL SYSTEM 
FOR THE NON-VOCAL PRE-READING CHILD - (Shirley McNaughton) 


In this afternoon's discussion I hope to introduce you to the 
Bliss Symbol system and to show you the similarities and differences 
between Bliss Symbols and English words. One of the main objectives 
of the discussion will be to present some of the advantages and dis- 
advantages of Bliss Symbols and to discuss why we are using the Bliss 
Symbols instead of written English to initiate communication programs 
with our children. A very common question we are asked is, "Why don't 
you teach your children to read instead of teaching them the symbols?" 
The basic reason we have gone the symbol route is that we think it 
is important that the child be able to communicate as soon as possible. 
As we will demonstrate later, the Bliss Symbols seem to be easier to 
pick up than English and the children are communicating sooner. Once 
they have communication we can work on reading and other skills. 


Before we go farther, I would like to give you a little background 
on the Bliss Symbols. Blissymbolics, also called Semantography, is 
a symbol system developed by Mr. Charles Bliss as a bridge between 
meaning and traditional orthography. Mr. Bliss was very concerned 
about international understanding and was attempting to create an easily 
learned modern language for communication between all peoples. The 
symbols were based upon his experience in China during the war. With 
these symbols he sought to do the same thing for the world that the 
Chinese written language has done for the people in China: allow people 
of different spoken dialects to communicate using a common symbolic 
language. We discovered Bliss Symbols through our efforts to find 
a communication vehicle for non-vocal, non-reading children and we 
thought this system might have a potential for use to the young handi- 
capped children. We have adapted this system somewhat in our programs. 


The Bliss Symbol Program at the Ontario Crippled Children's 
Centre is a new program. It started in October of 1971. We are very 
exeited about what we have seen happen in our Centre. We have seen 
it spreading to other centers in the United States, Canada and overseas. 


~We feel that it is something that people who are interested in non-vocal 


communication will want to look at. We're not saying it is for every 
child and we are not saying it fits in every environment. But I think. 
it's an alternative that you should know something about and give con- 
sideration to for some children. When you first look at Bliss Symbols 

I think you have to have the same kind of adventure feeling that you 

have when you dive into a swimming pool. You have to say to yourself, 
"T'm going to get into it and find out what it's like," rather than 

stand back and say, "It looks too complicated, it must be hard to learn." 
It becomes apparent when you watch the young children using Blissymbolics 
that it really isn't difficult at all once you get into it. 
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It is important to note that on every display a child uses, a word 
always appears under the symbol, We're making it as easy as possible 
for people who do not know the system to be able to communicate with the 
child. Thus, the system is not closed as are some signing systems, and 
anyone who can read can communicate with the child. On the other hand, 
people who learn the symbols can have a much richer form of communica- 
tion with the children. As we go through the examples I think you. will | 
see how the children can communicate on a greater number of topics. ‘and 

use the symbols in more versatile ways when they are working with people 
who are familiar with the symbols. 

The system itself is entirely visual. We have wondered why the sym- 
bols are so easily learned by the children. There are many points of 
view on this. Here is one interpretation. It is from an article from 
Bob Scott of the Photographic Art Department, Ruerson Polytechnical In- 
stitute, Toronto ~- an art teacher looking at why symbols seem to be easy 
for children to learn. He says, "The primary function of storing visual 
information by configuration is manifest in the children's drawings 
(where outline is more important than interior details), and also in 
children's ready understanding. of cartoon figures as opposed to high def- 
inition photographs. It is precisely these qualities that characterize 
Bliss Symbols and allow for their easy assimilation by beginners in the 
"new' language.'' Now, no one is claiming that Bliss Symbols are self 
evident, that when you first see a symbol you know what it means. But 
once you've been given the explanation of the symbol it is very easily 
learned and remembered. This is due in part to the many cues to the 
meaning of the symbol that can be seen in the symbols. 


Before we introduce the symbols and discuss them in any great depth, 
I would like to have you take a short test to demonstrate to yourself the 
relative ease of learning Bliss Symbols compared to what it might be like 
to learn English. The test only takes a few minutes and is the best way 
I know to get a comparison of learning Bliss Symbols vs. what it might be 
like to learn English. 


To try this test, you need only a blank piece of paper and a pencil. 
Now put the numbers 1 through 12 down the left edge of the paper and the 
numbers 13 through 24 down the center of the page. You are now ready to 
take the test, 


In this test you will be seeing two sets of symbol representations, 
along with the English translation of them. One symbol set will be the 
Spence Symbols and the other will be the Bliss Symbols. The first set 
of symbols has been designed by Murray Spence, Assistant Co-ordinator, 
Special Education Programmes, North York Board of Education, in Ontario, 
Canada. He uses them to provide teachers of early reading programs with 
the experience of relating to a new medium and attempting to derive mean- 
ing from it. Each symbol represents a letter of the English alphabet; 
the symbols are sequenced to form words on the basis of the sound(s) each 


| ‘gh hi Fe Skyy . 
“aod st Pi ‘sia ‘ 
DE pal quince gt 3 
eae) aedimen” StS Sa" 
iit ov oTk vaeg ae 


1 


ae 


t E>. 
A ni 1 


| caw bo: SSend eval s ; Sua vishtias ‘at taays 
Rov etabog 3 ¥en Ste sted CDH od9 edt “bantegt bat 
".mO8% aLdta7e ne mo¥t ut 4 | » Pris zal. 200 ak Sa ets 
“Se 3 is >enils oteloT nowtopH , 3 m ; ps a Rete sielgesyos ont eg +s ie doe” 
Wrst aicdnvs faa $ ol at 
id nolionut vismbos eh ane, om. 
ao kway’ a “oto livo «ft wh ge beret § ak nobintugt? 
, ii “oadt bis (e2iiaieh yoiseaar er saedcoqnt ee 
ous Rak ; ia : Sy BOG TO as ea rughl sogi2kS 
edd eglotisug ededd « cine bate rig at 
ged vd nolinitelown yeas: Shea oR: wot | : 
fore nelif dad: eet sop 
Ini WwoRs 
the NE LB re 2p Sadove. ac io Get Tesfhs sins sit 9 aes 
eS SP eave Seham offi oy Bee ce ak uty et ekdt baie 
; OFF FP rae ad a2 reels a 


SORE wreaths ei fis S PLOGmYe 
Sieiletowsbh ab fy ene 
PS Ae Of berets 
ord gl bins wetonia w 


a a , ao 
"' Jemw .a@v elodave 


& CATR Ysqeq Yo svolq Shel -2-ving bead GOY <Itnao 
ia Sybe tint sds mwob St dhvewds, 7s 
16 49319 ot? ‘awob $&) 


Lodeva BE. wa wale or Iw aE 
d.itw Sea: Dodiayvea sert’ men's Yo agb igletert: Hed 
ay ST sa mye eatin ait of {ito ‘yeild: “ont 
{bte~od Jostzlaes  agnaage vaya vd aay bash 

WO 2 _,forIeSubat to bisek Away Wesor . aodine Tay 

Mag yrthbass vires te aredses3 abhwa%g of mois 
Cth G1 goliquedjia bea mubbou wan i a3 galzeior. 

‘nigi&® aeilend ofa to daria Say sadist; B4I9F ene 


(a) Pewee sifi lo acend 


37 


symbol represents. The relationship between each symbol and sound is as 
consistent as English letter-sound relationships! 


The second set of symbols are Bliss Symbols with the component parts 
representing meaning, either directly through a pictorial symbol, or in- 
directly through an arbitrary or abstract symbol. 


Procedure for the test ws as follows: 


1. Study the Bliss Symbols for one minute, without taking notes. 
Look for shape-meaning correspondence. 


2. Turn to the Spence Symbols and study them for one minute, 
without taking notes. Look for sound-shape correspondence. 


3. Engage in a new and completely different activity for 10 
minutes. 


4. Return to the test page. Allow yourself one minute; write 
as many words as you can, doing the easiest ones first. 


5. Tally your score from the answer page. 
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Study for one minute without taking notes . 


(Hint: Look for shape - meaning correspondence) 
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Study for one minute without taking notes. 


(Hint: 


Look for sound - shape correspondence.) 
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SPENCE SYMBOLS 


Now break for ten minutes of unrelated activity. 
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After ten minutes: 


Allow yourself one minute. 


Write aS many words as you Can. 


Do the easier ones first. 


Your score is the total number correct. 
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ANSWER PAGE 


ead Vy 9. mother 17. animal 
Jee eL LE 10. animal 18. sad 

Be eneLlo eee LS 19. father 
4. happy 12. father 20. afraid 
5. man 13. happy ae Lacy 
6. sad 14. hello 22. house 
7. home 15. man 23. teLe 
8. . afraid Mey yeh 24. mother 


When you have completed the test consider the following: 


Which symbols did you want to translate first? 
Which symbols were easier to retain? 

Which symbols appeared. visually simpler? 

Which required the least effort to analyze? 
Which symbols made you think about meaning? 


If your score was over 3 for the Spence Symbols, you did better than 
the majority of workshop attendants to whom I have given this test. If 
your score was under 9 for Bliss Symbols, you did more poorly than the 
majority of those trying this test. 


Compare your experience in processing the Spence Symbols to that of 
the young child learning to read. (Keep in mind that the comparison is 
not entirely valid. The young child brings much knowledge of English 
letter shapes to his learning-to-read experience. He reads street signs, 
cereal boxes, people's names, etc., long before his formal reading in- 
struction begins. You, too, however, bring experience of another kind 
to the task of reading Spence Symbols). 


Allowing that the two situations differ in some ways, I hope that 
the contrast, for you, between learning Spence Symbols and learning 
Bliss Symbols provides you with an appreciation of the contrast, for 
the young child, between learning English words and learning Bliss 
Symbols. 


INTRODUCTION TO BLISS SYMBOLS 


The Bliss Symbol system is composed of about 100 elements. These 
various elements are combined to form the symbols. Bliss began with 
numbers and mathematical symbols which are international and added 
symbols he devised himself. The symbols are based upon meaning and 
therefore symbols which deal with a similar topic will have common 
components, 
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Let us first take a look at the symbols which represent people. 
The number 1 person (see below) is the child--I, me, or mine. Since 
symbols stand for coneepts Sand not specific Soran the young child 
can use the symbol for np to mean "mine," the possessive form, or 


to mean "me," the objective form. 


"You" is the second person, number 2, and it is quite apparent 
to each child that he or she is always number 1 in this world! That 
fellow who can't be seen directly is number 3. The concept of numbering 
persons is not as difficult as it might initially appear and our child- 


ren pick it-up quite readily. 
3 


person |, me, (my) you, (your) she, her he, him,(his) 


The multiplication mark is used over any symbol to convert it to the 
plural. The children learn that symbol as "much," or "many." 


V xX 
. ie 
much,many we they 


The symbols for man and woman are very simple. The roof symbol 
denotes protection. So the woman who protects, or the woman who lives 
in vour house, is your mother. The man who protects is your father. 
In Mr. Symbol Man, Mr. Bliss gives his rationale for the component 
parts -s of man and woman. 


Oe a NS 


roof man woman mother father 


The brother is that male person in your house who is number 2, 
(never number 1!) and the sister is the female number 2, (never number 
1!) You will see as you look at athe, different symbols that some are 
pictorial while others are more arbitrary.» The pictorial ones are 
usually introduced to the children first. After they get the idea of 
symbols representing meaning, more abstract symbols can be introduced. 
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The inverted V represents the "action" symbol. It is used over 
another symbol to denote action associated with that symbol and to 
change it into its verb form. For example, when used over a part of the 
body such as the mouth, it changes the meaning from "mouth" to "speak." 
The one children like best is when you "make action with your brain," 
and then you "think." We had an incident early in the program with a 
young child Saying that she was sad. When asked why, she replied, 
"because my guinea pig cannot think." That's the kind of insight you 
can get from these children. 


A A A 
O O —~ —_ 
action mouth speak brain think 
A (s 


ile ING We 
my guinea pig cannot think. 
We debated on whether we should put the action sign over legs 
for "walking" and "going," as is suggested by Mr. Bliss in his original 
system, and decided that we would maintain this extended meaning even 
though most of our children are in wheelchairs. They do have a wheel- 


chair, however, and they "make action with their wheelchair" when they 
are independently going somewhere, rather than being pushed. 


\ A 


walk, go wheelchair 


There are three special indicators. The action symbol (the in- 


Gove bseu ef sf .lodpve "ot 34u" astg ainvas iq 


alia Jo J969 8 Yevo heayv asde .»fawexs OT met. dey 
D  dpaqa™ of “dauen" mol antnesm od ebanailo. Et Ab: 
| head. au0y date cobjow atom” ney Gedy ef Dead oe a, 
ditw aargeyq ody ob viise leetiog) at bed wW 0 Kode 


Ot obas fodmye jota nay bodnl some MOLLE ¢ 


ehsetiqey ara .yilw | & vwodW Jee eaw are jgalt apiiqae bila grtnoy 

figtent te bala al) atom  ™ away sormnKs ig wat Fury em ee 

steak b tits ae anes, an) 
7 ae 


4 
A 
( ) 
niod neqe 
{ ps 
\ f ~ i 
@ C/ / V/ \ 
wrverit? ronnos era oaniuEg 


re j wud Dione sw tof silwe AiG Batcdub 


¥o atd at ex tif ov } Lolesgnia abi eg’ unleg” ‘boas sirbdd 


ailinem Loebria ‘ iid oletnland blogw gy sane ey i. aks, bic Ree 
w@ 6B Syed ob ¥sii ~ittedtoissdw ni o¥e notheni age. Tq ts set ere 
i, th ee Cee 
iw Vd i] 4 tieds Uitw noliin sadna” feds Bee Serer het aX 
ab AeugG Vy yf tied ravi ie. 4 .> ) saWemoe attom, zi shabu i 
| 
| 
-_, ' 
i 


ono Seonw 


oid) fedaye oolion aff (srodeatha 
- ° 


verted V) converts a symbol to a verb, The Pthing ” symbol (a little 
Square over the symbol) converts a symbol to a noun. The evaluation 
symbol (an upright V over the symbol) is used for adjectives and ad- 
verbs. Mr. Bliss chose the shape to denote adjectives and adverbs 
because it is unstable and tips easily from side to side. I demon- 
strate with a drinking cup or an ice cream cone for the children. It 
will not stand stable and Bliss was saying that any evaluation is open 
to discussion of the person. I might say it is quite hot in this room 
and a lot of people might say it is quite chilly, while someone else 
might say it's just right. Our opinions vary back and forth and an easy 
way to remember the difference between the adjective and the verb is to 
think about that shape. 


CLrWNWA 


C) V O /\ V 
making 
thing descriptive | opening to open open 


DACAAR CY 


All the emotions are based upon the heart. When you make action 
with the heart you feel something. "To want'' something involves the 
heart and action symbol plus the action for flame or heat (to burn with 


desire). 
. ? 


heart to feel to want 
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The heart is used in a lot of adjectives as well. When you are 
meeeling up, you're “happy;: Uieeling down, you're sad." If you 
are "feeling afraid" (sad about the future which is unknown), you add 
the symbol for future and a question mark to the symbol for "sad." 

If you don't know if you're "feeling up or down," you're "upset." 
"Excited?" Add an exclamation mark. Anger is represented by two 
thrusts directed towards the heart. The multiplication sign indicates 
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happy sad afraid 
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One problem we had was that of giving the child the swear word 
he wanted, The symbol for "feeling" and "mouth," along with the symbol 
for "negativeness with intensity" were chosen for this purpose. When 
the children are younger we translate the negative word as "yuk." If 
it's an older student we sort of wink when they point to it. We don't 
have to say it but we know what they're thinking when they point to 
it. We have left words off these symbols to facilitate generalization. 
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"yuck. 


An “eye' symbol in the "open" symbol means "awake;" in the closed 
symbol, "asleep." A "question mark" in the open symbol indicates a 
question being asked; in the closed symbol it represents the answer. 
Freedom comes from being open, You're free and unrestricted. ‘'Closed 
in emotions" indicates "oppression." 


ae Oly 


question answer awake asleep freedom oppression 


The accuracy in writing symbols is very important. Symbols can 
take on a new meaning if they're placed in a different position. The 
same line placed at the bottom of the space becomes the earth symbol. 
If it's at the top it's the sky. If you have both lines you have that 
space between the sky and the earth--the world. Water in this position 
is water in general. At the skyline, it's clouds; at the baseline and 
there is much of it, it's a lake. If you have two multiplication marks 
in front of it, you have the ocean. Many different meanings are derived 
by combining other symbols with the symbol for water. Water coming 
down in the direction of the arrow is rain. If it's in the shape of 
a star it is snow. Water under the sky is fog. 


earth sky world water cloud lake 
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ocean rain snow fog 


CONSTRUCTION OF SYMBOLS 


When putting symbols together or making up a symbol the classifier 
comes first. For example, in the symbol for "school," the symbol for 
"building" comes first, and the symbols for "give" and "knowledge," 
which describe what kind of building it is, come after the building 
symbol. For teacher, it is a "person." What kind of person? A person 
who gives knowledge. The typewriter is a machine for writing. The 
elevator is a room that goes up and down, A dessert is a food that 
makes you happy. An exception to the classifier first rule would be 
when the multiplication sign is used for much, as in lake, "much water.' 
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school teacher elevator 


We have not had the difficulty in classifying that we had antic- 
ipated. We thought some children would not be able to see the symbol 
for animal and have it relate to all animals. Most children in our 
program, however, have been able to generalize in this way. 


One of the things that symbols cannot do easily for the children's 
usage is to discriminate between a cow, horse, pig, goat or sheep. 
Bliss provides for this distinction by adding numbers and distinguishing 
body parts, but using these would add greatly to the number of symbols 
on a display. The general symbol for animal is more functional and 
versatile for the children. To indicate specific animals, descriptors 
can be used along with the general animal symbol. At the beginning 
stage we used pictures of the individual animals with words accompanying 
them. As the children learn how to classify things we remove the in- 
dividual animals and give them the general animal symbol. If the child 
can give his mother the idea of animal, then from that point the child 
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can indicate what type of animal by giving her clues..."it's yellow, 
orange or brown; it's big, it's little; it starts with a D or a C or 

a P...'' He can describe it to her using his other symbols so it isn't 
essential that he use up his limited board space having the exact sym- 
bols for each animal. 


When looking for a new symbol we use Mr. Bliss's Semantography 
book, It is an excellent resource book. It has a dictionary and when- 
ever we want a new symbol we check there first. If you don't find the 
symbol you want there or if you need to make up a new symbol, it is 
important to check with the Blissymbolics Communications Foundation 
in Toronto before making regular use of it. The BCF is trying to cata- 
logue new symbols and promote standardization to facilitate communication 
between symbol users. 


TECHNIQUES FOR EXPANDING VOCABULARY USE 


The children's vocabulary has been expanded through an emphasis on 
homonyms, antonyms and synonyms. Using these techniques, it is possible 
to give the children the capability of communicating on the greatest 
variety of topics even though their physical abilities greatly restrict 
the number of symbols which they can point to. Teachers in the primary 
classes are making use of these terms. They are teaching the children 
the meaning of the terms and how these strategies can be used to talk 
about things for which there are no symbols on their displays. An exam- 
ple that a teacher used in one primary class was to take the symbol for 
vehicle, "car," and have the children devise a symbol for "tow truck." 
The child is asked to think about things that would describe the vehicle 
classifier so that others could figure out what type of vehicle he was 
trying to talk about.._ Here is where there is a golden opportunity to 
become aware of the concept that the children have. These are some of 
the things that the children said about the tow truck: "My uncle had 
one once."' "It has six wheels." "It goes to a garage." "It carries 
CALS sieewlt Ss Di 2, wel ela kom | er to CmamCly. emeerOune Lot ne. col id ren 
determine which of these concepts would best convey the meaning of "tow 
truck" to someone else, the teacher had them decide what were the essen- 
tial characteristics that other people would need to know in order to 
understand what the child was trying to communicate. She went through 
the various descriptions and said "Is that going to help someone else 
know what you mean? Will it help to know that your uncle has one? 

Would it help to know it is a toy? Would it help to know it carries 
cars or that it goes to a garage?'' The children selected the ones they 
thought were important. They were the ones that then became part of 
that class's tow truck symbol. 


ROLE OF THE TEACHER IN SYMBOL USE 
When the instructer is working with Bliss Symbols we feel te has 


the responsibility to set a model for the children. One of the disad- 
vantages of the system is that the children have so few models in their 
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environment for them to emmulate. We feel that one responsibility of 
the instructor is, therefore, to know the system and know its potential. 
Hopefully she can be a little ahead in knowing what the system is ca- 
pable of but she is never going to be ahead of the child in what he 
starts to do with it because the children end up being more creative 
than we are, 


The teacher has quite a hard role; she wants to encourage the 
child to be creative but she still wants to give him some idea of order, 
syntax, and how to clarify his ideas. Our teachers use symbols in’many 
ways: on the blackboards, in messages to other children, in worksheet 
instructions, through letters and through little books. The instructors 
g0 through various levels in responding to a child's symbol output. 
At the very beginning they ensure that the child's response is rein- 
forced. To check if we have the right meaning, we confirm everything, 
When a child points to a symbol we verbalize the meaning and we repeat 
it. But, as soon as we know that the children know the meanings, we 
stop doing this. We wait until the child has indicated all the sym- 
bols, and then we give him the full sentence. This way we hope that 
the child is seeing how we are able to translate the symbols into a 
total sentence or a total idea. If we misunderstand we ask the child 
to tell us what symbol was misinterpreted and we go back to that part 
of the sentence and try to clarify it. It is essential for me when I 
am relating with the symbol children to write down what they are saying. 
I find it hard to retain 8 or 10 symbols in sequence. I like to get 
them all down and from that whole unit I get the message. 

With some children we get to the level where the child "says" 
something and we just respond. This is the nicest of all. The 
child puts together a sentence and we respond with something like, 
"Oh, you're going home. Great! When are you leaving?" It is the 
most gratifying experience of all to be able to engage in normal con- 
versation. 


Regarding the model of symbol output presented by those communi- 
cating with the children, for the children who are now pointing, I think 
it is fairly straightforward a decision (certainly it has been at our 
Centre), to use in general the model of English word order. Teachers 
use it when writing on the blackboard or writing symbol messages, and 
have asked us to use it as an example for the child. We are not drill- 
ing them in it, however; we're not forcing it upon them. We hope it 
will become within their area of confidence but we don't want the child- 
ren to feel that they have to use it all the time. And, of course, 
most of the the time, people are speaking to the children. The presen- 
tation of symbol models has to be planned--for the major part of the 
child's input is received through the speech of those with whom he 
relates. 
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ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF BLISS SYMBOLS 


Through our program we've been able to isolate a few of the advan- 
tages and disadvantages of the Bliss Symbols. As with any new program 
it is open to constant inspection and change, but on the whole we feel 
that our program has had a positive impact. 


One of the principal advantages of the Bliss Symbols is that they 
are easily learned. This is in fact one of the principal reasons why 
we have gone to the Bliss Symbols. Another very important advantage 
of the symbols is that they seem to be more generalizable. When the 
children only have a limited number of words or symbols which they can 
fit on their tray and point to, this becomes very important. The child- 
ren are able to use the Bliss Symbols to communicate on a much wider 
variety of topics than with an equivalent number of words. Another advan- 
tage is that the symbols contribute to the child's total development, 
whether it is social, emotional...his self-image. The children see 
themselves as capable, active persons, able to become involved in their 
world. 


The attitude of other people, on the whole, becomes positive. 
Many come to the children to see what they are doing. They are im- 
pressed that these symbols--that appear to an adult at the beginning 
to be difficult--are being handled capably by the children. It changes 
the concept they have of the children's intellectual capabilities. They 
begin to realize that the thinking child can be a creative child. The 
children certainly get more attention directed toward them. 


There are some children who have visual difficulties. In this 
case it is a much more difficult teaching task, but it seems to be the 
minority of the children who have these severe visual problems. They 
do ‘occur, however, and special displays and teaching procedures must 
be developed to accommodate the special needs of these children. 


Generally, most of our children have been able to learn the symbols 
quite readily. It has certainly made learning to read easier. We tested 
six of the children (who had received no intensive reading program) 
at the end of the third year. Three of the children had learned 707 
of the sight words (words printed under the symbols) in the 400-symbol 
set, They had lived with these words in print, they had been looking 
at them, and finding their own way of recognizing those words. These 
words were then used as a base for their sight vocabulary. Within the 
reading program, we are transferring from symbols to words by gradually 
increasing the number of words in symbol sentences. First the children 
read Bliss Symbols; gradually they begin to read conventional ortho- 


graphy. 


And now for some of the disadvantages. One of the principal dis- 
advantages of teaching a child with Bliss Symbols is that they are not 
used by other people in their Serve OUmen ts This causes a problem in 
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providing adequate models for the children. They don't see the adults 
around them using the symbols for everyday communication so it is hard 
for them to find the easiest and quickest way to do things. They have 
to develop skills themselves and from each other. This is a problem 
which is also faced by children on wordboards in that the people around 
them generally communicate with a much different and larger vocabulary 
set than the children have on their wordboards., Thus, the children 
may have difficulty in picking out the easiest and quickest way to ex- 
press themselves with the limited word set they have at their disposal. 
The problem of providing a model can appear with any different symbol 
system but perhaps is even more evident with the Bliss system, 

Some people feel threatened by the symbol system, But there are 
very few people who over time don't come to accept it. For some parents 
the introduction of symbols--and this would hold true for wordboards 
and any alternative communication system--is seen as a confirmation 
that the child will never develop speech. We had one child who was 
withdrawn from our program because the parents wanted to place a com- 
plete emphasis on speech and speech training. No alternative communi- 
cation system was acceptable to them, and we had to abide by the par- 
ent's decision. 


Another disadvantage to the Bliss Symbols is that there is pres- 
ently no way to provide the children with a printout, Unlike aids which 
use the standard words and can therefore use standard strip printers, 
etc., aids which are used with Bliss Symbols do not have any printout. 
Without such a printout the teacher must wait--and have the entire class 
wait--for the child to get into position to point to the symbols. With 
a printout the child could be preparing an answer while the other child- 
ren were giving their answers. The teacher could then respond to the 
child in a normal fashion. [Editor's note: Research into the devel- 
opment of a printout capability for the Bliss system aid is presently 
being done at the University of Wisconsin under the auspices of the 
Blissymbolics Communication Foundation, Toronto. ] 


Another disadvantage of the Bliss Symbols, that is also common 
to communication boards, is that we don't have as much eye contact as 
we would like. We're dealing with a communication board that is in 
front of the child, and he must therefore look down. It doesn't mean 
that we don't look at the children and they don't look up when we com- 
municate, but the communication board just doesn't provide as much eye 
contact as we would ideally like to have. 


We developed our program because we wanted the young non-speaking 
physically handicapped child to be able to do what the typical young 
child does with speech; he plays with words, questions persistently, 
elaborates simple things into long narratives, comments with approval 
on his own behavior and criticizes the behavior of others. 


Symbols don't provide the perfect substitute for speech, but they 
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certainly do provide many of the experiences that speech does. We 
wanted something that would be easily learned and automatized. Symbols 
have this capability. The child can get going with what he wants to 
say and think about meanings rather than having to devote time and 
energy to remembering what a word looks like and what it means. The 
child is free to communicate. 


SUMMARY 


In this short presentation I tried to give you a basic introduction 
to the symbols and to illustrate some of the reasons why we have imple- 
mented the system with the children in our Centre. A little later, in 
the Results section of the workshop we will be discussing further how we 
have applied these symbols at the Centre. For more specific information 
on the symbol system you should consult the book, Semantography, or 
write to the Blissymbolics Communication Foundation, 862 Eglinton 
Avenue East, Toronto M4G 2L1, Ontario, Canada. A very interesting and 
enjoyable film is also available documenting Mr, Bliss and his symbols. 
In the film there is a very good 20-minute segment showing the use of 
the symbols with some of the children at the Crippled Children's Centre. 


The film, titled Mr. Symbol Man, is available from the National Film 
Board in Canada. 
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